
Many of us know exactly what we need to do to get our houses 
in order. We’ve read the home management books, taken the home  
organization classes, and hired the cleaning help  — but we have yet to 
see any real progress. The hard part seems to be putting what we know 
into practice. 

It’s time to try a popular new approach. Cognitive behavioral 
therapy strategies can be adopted to help you make genuine changes 
in your home. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is about analyzing 
your thinking, correcting unhelpful thoughts that arouse unhealthy 
emotions, then translating your improved beliefs and balanced  
emotions into new action. This approach can help you understand your 
home management roadblocks, address them, and overcome them in a 
healthy and lasting way.

I THINK, THEREFORE I CAN’T CLEAN
Kayla sighed as she picked up the familiar advertisement for those 

advanced painting classes. She had clipped this ad many times and once 
even called to inquire about the details. “It’s just irresponsible… there’s 
so much to do around here…” Glancing at the hampers overflowing onto 
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Hindy’s entire perspective on life was built by her Holocaust 
survivor parents’ ideals. “How can you give Hashem’s presents 
away? You never know what you’ll need.” 

Creative Kayla, Perfectionist Peshy, and Hoarder Hindy are 
stuck in what cognitive behavioral therapy calls thinking errors 
or cognitive distortions. Similar to a computer virus that doesn’t 
allow the computer to process information effectively, thinking 
errors prevent us from correctly assessing our experiences. In the 
cases above, thinking errors  are preventing these Kayla, Peshy, 
and Hindy from successfully managing their homes. 

All the home management tricks in the world won’t help 
Kayla, Peshy, or Hindy until they can identify their thinking 
errors and replace them with more flexible beliefs. Cognitive 
behavioral therapy can give them the ability to take a fresh look 
at the way they think, so they can gradually modify their home 
management patterns to achieve success. 

“The principles of CBT are extremely simple,” writes Dr. David 
D. Burns, in his comprehensive work, The Feeling Good Handbook 
(Plume). “The treatment is based on the idea that your thoughts 
and attitudes have a huge impact on the way you act and feel. 
The actual procedures to change your negative thinking patterns, 
however, are quite sophisticated and require hard work.”

Let’s dive in to learn some of the CBT tools that can help 
Kayla, Peshy, and Hindy — and possibly you, too — keep a clean 
home. (Keep in mind that CBT offers a wide range of techniques; 
these are just a sampling.) 

PHASE 1: IDENTIFYING THINKING ERRORS 
One of the first steps to take when you’re trying a CBT method 

is to get out a pen and paper. Writing your thoughts down on 
paper makes them more tangible, allowing you to process your 
collage of thoughts in a clear, methodological way. Keeping a log 
and tracking your successes is part of the road to recovery. In 
fact, Dr. Burns writes that his clients did not begin to “experience 
a profound transformation in their outlook until they picked up 
a pencil and paper.”

STARTING WITH THE ABCS
We usually don’t pay attention to all the thoughts running 

through our minds throughout our day. A central CBT technique 
is writing down your problem in ABC form — a specific structure 
that allows you to identify, question and replace unhelpful thoughts. 

Though it will take practice, when mastered, this technique is 
extremely beneficial.

A stands for the activating event, or trigger.
B stands for your beliefs and thoughts about yourself and 

others, or your self-imposing rules.
C stands for the consequences, your emotions and behaviors.

Take a look at how Kayla, Peshy, and Hindy each can put their 
thoughts into ABC form.

Creative Kayla
Activating event: The boys missed the bus again this morning 

because they couldn’t locate their clean pants in the heap on 
the dining room table.

Belief: I’m a failure. I’m setting my children up for failure. 
I’ll never be able to get it together… I have no time to go out 
to my shiur today; I must catch up on laundry. I hate laundry!

Consequence: Feelings of incompetence, frustration, resentment, 
and an intense feeling of being stifled by missing another shiur.

Perfectionist Peshy
Activating event: Shabbos is in an hour and the guests are 

about to arrive. There’s no time to straighten up properly, so 
I’ll just run around the house at top speed, stuffing everything 
I see lying around into a big garbage bag, which I’ll hide in the 
bathtub, to be dealt with… later.

Belief: I must put the finishing touches on the lavish Shabbos 
seudah I prepared. I don’t have time to return everything to its 
correct place. When I have the time to do it perfectly, I’ll deal 
with it.

Consequences: Feelings of embarrassment from my company, 
and dissatisfaction with myself that I can’t do it all.

Hoarder Hindy
Activating event: My daughter developed a condition that requires 

a special diet. I’d like to organize my kitchen to accommodate 
the new diet. But there isn’t a single item I can get rid of.

Belief: It’s bal tashchis to throw things away. Maybe I’ll use 
these things one day. Maybe my kids will use them one day. 
Hashem will be angry with me if I give His presents away.

Consequence: Feelings of hopelessness that I will never 
be organized enough to meet my daughter’s dietary needs, 
compounded by feelings of overwhelm and failure.
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the floor and the heap of clean laundry on the dining room table, she crumpled the ad 
and threw it in the garbage. 

As Peshy races to the phone, she stumbles over the pile of toys, torn books, and 
scattered pretzels she swept to the side after last Shabbos. “Hi, Mrs. Cohen, can Shuli 
and I come for Shabbos?” I’d love to have girls over for Shabbos like every other dedicated 
seminary teacher. I just have to put the finishing touches on the new bein adam l’chaveiro 
program… Somehow I must redo my toy system and buy some more containers. Hopefully 
next week I’ll find the time so I can clean up this embarrassing mess. “Umm… I’ll let you 
know tomorrow after class.”

Hindy’s hand trembles as she drops the plastic green basket, with a few rotten cherry 
tomatoes still inside, into the garbage. Maybe Moishy could use this to hold his rebbi card 
collection, she reasons as she pulls it back out. She pushes the broken CD player and pile 
of bus ticket stubs to the side to make room for the potentially useful basket.

How do you 
convince 
someone 
entrenched in a 
certain pattern 
of thought or 
behavior that 
it’s harmful  
— or false?
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continued on page 65

You don’t need to 
actually internalize 

your new beliefs before 
beginning to change 

your behavior
 

CHALLENGE YOURSELF
To some, the detrimental belief systems of Kayla, Peshy, and 

Hindy will seem ludicrous; however, there will also be others who 
find themselves nodding along, realizing that they too experience 
similar feelings and thoughts. To them, the ideas may not seem 
outlandish or harmful, but understandable. To work on changing a 
thinking error, it’s crucial to understand that an erroneous belief 
may lead to unhealthy behaviors or, at the very least, complicate 
your life. How do you convince someone entrenched in a certain 
pattern of thought or behavior that it’s harmful  — or false? 

One way is to have them ask themselves a series of questions 
that challenge these beliefs and the feelings that ensue  — and 
answer them as honestly as possible. 

Below are the questions which Kayla, Peshy, and Hindy 
should ask themselves to further examine their thoughts. 
This can help them identify common cognitive distortions 
they may possess. (The terms in italics are common thinking 
errors that may sound familiar to some readers.)

Kayla
“Am I thinking in extremes? Does it have to be all or nothing? 

Is there some compromise I can make between my creativity 
and my value as a stay-at-home mom?”

“Am I experiencing low frustration tolerance? Maybe I’m 
just convincing myself that housework is intolerable, when 
in reality it’s a bit annoying, but completely bearable and 
worth tolerating.”

“Would Rebbetzin X agree with me that my commitment to 
stay home is realistic? Maybe I should ask her.”

Peshy
“Is my thinking too rigid? Must everything in a home be done 

to perfection? Does my thinking include too many words like 
I should, I must, I have to? Maybe my Shabbos meal doesn’t 
have to be so elaborate? Maybe I can find more time to clean 
up, even if it can’t be accomplished the way I feel it should.”

“Am I thinking in black-and-white terms? Why can’t a good 
enough cleanup session be good enough?”

“Am I catastrophizing? What is the worst-case scenario? 
That my students will see that my house is messy? Will they 
really lose respect for me? Maybe they will appreciate my 
lessons more when they see how busy I am…”

Hindy
“Am I labeling myself as a failure? Do I really believe I can’t 

manage my home?”
“Am I using too much emotional reasoning? Am I listening too 

closely to the voice in my head telling me to save everything, 
instead of looking at the objective facts — that my house isn’t 
functional?”

“Are my beliefs that Hashem will be angry at me if I throw 
away His presents logical? Does Hashem really want me to 
live this way?”

Once you identify your cognitive distortions, Dr. Burns 
explains, “You can work on them from a variety of angles and 
develop a healthier personal value system.”

THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD
Say you’re not convinced that your thinking errors are 

really wrong or that there’s really a better way to do things. 
Here’s a practical way to challenge your beliefs: conduct a 
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scientific behavioral experiment. You can check if your beliefs 
are true and evaluate the usefulness of the behaviors based 
on those beliefs. By conducting a test, we can open our eyes 
to new options and strategies that may help us, without mak-
ing any long-term commitments.

For example, Creative Kayla can experiment by signing up 
for a short-term painting class. Over the course of a month, she 
should track the many aspects of her home management by cre-
ating a simple chart. She should make note if more dishes pile 
up in the sink, if the laundry gets put away, if she finds time to 
prepare meals, and how her general mood is. 

She may be surprised to find that although painting takes 
time out of her week, it doesn’t detract from her home. In fact, 
the opposite may happen: painting may lift her mood and give 
her new energy to tackle her home. Moreover, putting a class 
into her schedule will force her to plan better, and she’ll find 
herself making the time to throw in a load before she goes out.

At the end of the month, after analyzing her chart, Kayla can 
decide how she’d like to continue. If she sees that taking the 
class caused the Shabbos dishes to sit in the sink until Mon-
day, and little Rivky didn’t get her Mommy-time, she can drop 
the class and go back to her original beliefs, with no harm done. 
Using this experiment to challenge her all or nothing beliefs, she 
gives herself a chance to break out of unhelpful thinking errors.

Perfectionist Peshy can experiment by challenging her anti-
paper-good beliefs. Peshy feels paper plates and plastic utensils 
are disrespectful at a Shabbos table. However, Peshy is too busy 
to get around to washing her dishes. Peshy should invest in two 
weeks’ worth of beautiful disposable plasticware to enhance her 
Shabbos table. She can even try going halfway  — using plastic 
plates and cups, and real silverware. For the next two weeks, 
she should track her Shabbos table experiences and cleanup 
time, making note of all the changes in her week. 

Was her Shabbos table truly less respectable? Maybe her lack 
of stress added more to the beauty of her Shabbos table than 
the real dishes? Peshy should also keep track of how much more 
class preparation time she freed up for herself by eliminating 
the piles of dishes, as well as how much better she felt about 
herself and her home throughout the week. After two weeks of 
tracking, she should analyze the results of her experiment and 
see if it’s worthwhile to replace her rigid beliefs with new ones.

For some people, like Hoarder Hindy, a behavioral experiment 
may be too difficult at this point. Instead, Hindy may find more 
success in conducting a survey to test if her hoarding beliefs are 
acceptable. She should ask women she knows whether they have 
a hard time discarding the types of things she is reluctant to part 
with. She’ll probably be pleased to find that other children of 

survivors struggle with similar issues, holding on to broken cell 
phones, rusty peelers, collections of newspapers, etc. However, 
she’ll likely discover that the average woman has no trouble 
parting with what most people consider garbage — she won’t think 
twice about dumping tomato baskets and ticket stubs in the trash. 
The results of this survey can be a solid first step in challenging 
her thinking errors and replacing them with more helpful beliefs.

PHASE 2: REBUILDING THOUGHTS
The second phase of CBT, the actual uprooting of these thinking 

errors and behavioral patterns, and the replacement of them with 
healthier ones, is a process that takes a bit more work. Below are 
several exercises that Kayla, Peshy, and Hindy can implement to 
help them rework their unhealthy patterns of thought and behavior.

PLAYING THE ROLE
You don’t need to actually internalize your new beliefs before 

beginning to change your behavior. It’s enough to know that your 
new beliefs make sense and then act as if you believe them com-
pletely. 

Here’s how these three women can try this in their homes:
Kayla has done enough cognitive work to understand that she 

needs to get out and nourish her creative side. Although she may 
be hesitant, her parshah shiur and painting course will reinforce 
the truth that these activities outside the home will actually make 
her into a better homemaker. The more she experiences her new 
beliefs in action and acts as if they are true, the sooner she’ll inter-
nalize those beliefs.

Peshy can do the same. She can act as if she believes her accom-
plishments don’t have to be perfect and work on small maintenance 
jobs around the home, designating ten minutes a day to toy orga-
nization and another ten to paper filing, even though her emotions 
aren’t cooperating yet. The more often she permits herself to do 
imperfect jobs, the quicker the transition will be.

In Hindy’s case, undoing the perspective she developed as a 
child will need a lot external reinforcement. Acting out the part 
and throwing garbage out is the perfect way to steadily reinforce 
the belief that it is okay to discard useless items.

Hoarder Hindy may specifically benefit from using the SUDS 
(Subjective Units of Distress Scale) scale as she acts as if, suggests 
Vivianne Willig, a Beit Shemesh–based psychotherapist specializ-
ing in CBT. This CBT measurement tool is a way for her to rate 
her discomfort level as she performs tasks that are difficult for 
her  — in her case, throwing things away. 

Hindy’s treatment protocol would entail throwing away one 
small object every day that most would agree is garbage, while 
being keenly aware of the discomfort she feels as she is doing it. 

familyfirst 6527 Adar 5775 | March 18, 2015

continued from page 32

home organizing_434use.indd   35 15/03/2015   13:44:04

http://www.mishpacha.com/Subscribe


UNHELPFUL 
THOUGHTS FEELING IT CAUSES REPLACEMENT THOUGHTS

Magnification: “There’s so 
much to do today — a full day 

of work, dinner to prepare, kids 
to put to bed — and at some 

point, I need to start on Pesach 
cleaning… How will I get to it all?”

Overwhelm

All of today’s jobs result from the tremendous 
blessings in my life: beautiful kids, a good job, 

Yamim Tovim to enjoy... I’ll plug away and do the 
best I can! 

Overgeneralization: My 
hampers are always overflowing 

even though I’m constantly 
doing the laundry, the sinks are 
full even though I’m constantly 
washing dishes, and my floors 

are perpetually dirty even 
though I sweep all day. When will 

I be finished? 

Frustration

Lower expectations. I wash the clothes only to 
make room for the next load. I wash the dishes so 
I can use them at the next meal. I sweep often to 
avoid dirt buildup. My goal is not to finish but to 

function. 

Discounting the positive:  
So what if I made a delicious 
dinner? Isn’t every woman 

supposed to do this? 

Inadequacy, Inferiority
I’m a wonderful cook and put lots of thought 

and love into the meals I prepare. My family truly 
enjoys and appreciates my meals.

All or nothing: My house will 
always be messy. That’s just me. 

It doesn’t matter which new 
methods I try.

Hopelessness, Discouraged
Every small habit I change is a step in  

the right direction and will bring me toward 
ultimate success.

Personalization — Blame: I’m 
a bad homemaker if I go to sleep 

and the house is still messy.
Guilt, Inadequacy 

With my kids’ late hours and my busy work schedule, 
it is unrealistic to be finished with the house before 
the day ends. Baruch Hashem my home functions 

and I welcome all signs of my family.

The following unhelpful thoughts and feelings can lead to common home management roadblocks.  
Try some of these replacement thoughts to help you overcome your homemaking hurdles.

Define and Replace
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“Each behavior 
which is initially 
uncomfortable is 

really something we 
can adapt to”

With every purge of a rusty can opener or ripped sweater, she should 
rate her discomfort from one to a hundred. Initially, her uneasiness will 
earn high ratings; after small daily purges, however, her body will learn 
to tolerate the uneasy feeling, and her nervous system will adjust. Over 
time, the daily discomfort rating Hindy records in her notebook will 
eventually decrease. 

Every drop in discomfort, even just a few degrees, is considered a 
success. Watching the numbers go down is encouraging. “Success breeds 
success,” says Mrs. Willig. “Each behavior that is initially uncomfortable 
is really something we can adapt to, but instead, most people shut down 
and refuse to explore the areas that bring them discomfort.” As long as 
Hindy keeps up with it, she should eventually be able to tolerate discarding 
more purposeful objects (potentially fixable appliances, old furniture).

“It takes a real commitment to make a change,” Vivianne adds. “Our 
thoughts and behaviors are rooted in very strong wiring in the brain. 
To make any significant change, adjusted thoughts and positive behav-
iors must be reinforced over and over again. There are times a person 
might find it too difficult to do this on her own. Seeing a therapist might 
be necessary to help her achieve her goals.”

Because of the power of writing things down in CBT, social worker 
Rachel Factor advises Hindy to write herself a letter to further reinforce 
the behavior. In her letter, she can explain how her inability to discard 
items is adversely affecting her family, and detail all the consequences 
she’d experience if she continued on this path. Hindy should read this 
letter frequently, reminding herself that while discarding her possessions 
is tough, living as a hoarder is tougher.

THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE
Playing the devil’s advocate with yourself is a tool used to strengthen 

your new beliefs. Take the opposite perspective, trying to punch holes in 
the healthier thought pattern by pointing out how it can’t work or doesn’t 
make sense. Though it seems counterintuitive, the more you challenge 
your personal attacks on your healthier belief, the stronger the health-
ier belief becomes rooted within you. In CBT jargon this is called the 
zigzag technique, because the conversation playing out in your head is 
recorded in boxes in a zigzag formation on the paper. 

Watch how Peshy makes use of this technique. She’ll start by recording 
her new, healthier belief “good enough is good enough” in the first box. 
A good enough Shabbos meal is sufficient, a good enough cleanup job is 
sufficient, a less-than-perfect lesson is sufficient. In the second box, she’ll 
play devil’s advocate and allow all her reservations about her new belief 
and unhealthy arguments to resurface. I should wait until I have enough 
time to clean up correctly… It’s not Shabbosdig enough to make simple 
food… Excellent teachers must give excellent lessons… In the third box, 
Peshy should challenge her own attack and record her defense of her 
“good enough is good enough” belief. The day I’m waiting for has never 
and will never come. My house is too messy to wait for that day! It’s not 
Shabbosdig to be stressed out and overwhelmed at the table either! My kids 
enjoy simpler food anyway… A simple lesson can also be quite powerful 
if I make a good presentation, which I do naturally. After continuing to 
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play devil’s advocate and attacking her arguments until she has 
exhausted all of them  — and especially after concretizing her 
thoughts by putting them on paper  — Peshy’s new beliefs should 
be signifi cantly stronger.

POSITIVE DATA LOG
As much as we hope to stay positive, the toys get dumped, the 

dishes call out, and the piles grow. Our new beliefs need to be 
continuously supported by encouraging evidence. A positive data 
log, a record of all the constructive e� ects of the new belief, is a 
successful CBT tactic to strengthen benefi cial beliefs.

Kayla could greatly benefi t from such a log. She should record all 
her experiences and benefi ts, no matter how small, that came as 
the result of her new belief: Investing in my creativity helps me in 
my home management. Enjoying her children, fewer mood swings, 
and more energy to clean are possible examples.

Likewise, Hindy should take note of how nice it feels every 
time she retrieves an item easily from a cabinet and or brings 
in Shabbos on time. Entry after entry, she will reinforce the 
idea that it’s helpful and healthy to part with clutter, it is not bal 
tashchis. Therapists in CBT recommend keeping a positive data 
log for months or even years, and reading it daily, to combat our 
natural tendency to be critical and negative.

SEEKING GUIDANCE
As many of us know, a chaotic and disorganized home can 

wreak havoc not only on family life, but on a homemaker’s self-
perception and confi dence as well. With CBT, however, there’s 
no need to stay stuck in unhealthy home management routines. 
Creative Kayla, Perfectionist Peshy, and Hoarder Hindy now have 
the CBT tools that will help bridge the gap between their thoughts 
and feelings and behaviors, helping them become more organized 
and more fulfi lled. 

Tens of other CBT questionnaires, rating systems, charts, and logs 
can help other women like Procrastinating Penina, Overwhelmed 
Orah, Unrealistic Rachel, and Busy Bracha overcome the challenges 
that hold them back from successful home management. In more 
complicated situations, a CBT therapist can customize the tools 
that will best work for you and help you stay committed to your 
road to success. 

Cognitive behavioral therapy is a fresh approach that can help 
us achieve success in home management by teaching us how to 
think di� erently. Once we have rewired our thought patterns, 
we’re then ready to tap into all the home management advice 
and tips our neighbors have been using all along. 

Yael Wiesner, author of How Does SHE Manage? (Feldheim) is 
a home management consultant and lecturer at the “Be Yourself” 
homemaking strategies teleconference series.
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